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Shame if Sydney Uni drops education's 
biggest hot potato 
 
When the Australian healthcare entrepreneur Paul Ramsay 
passed away in 2014, he dedicated a portion of his estate to 
helping students "explore how our civilisation had grappled 
with life's biggest issues and history's greatest challenges". 
Thus was born the Ramsay Centre for Western Civilisation. 
And thus was born a great education debate. 
The Ramsay Centre has been trying all year to get one of 
Australia's premier universities to offer a bespoke degree in 
Western Civilisation. The idea is to offer generous 
scholarships to attract some of Australia's most talented 
students to read the classics of Western civilisation in 
small seminars of six to eight students. What's not to like? 
Plenty, if you ask the professors at the University of 
Sydney. Two hundred of them have signed an open 
letter calling the proposed program "chauvinistic" and a tool 
of "European supremacism". A smaller group went even 
further, warning in promotional material for a public 
protest meeting that a deal with the Ramsay Centre would 
"lend credibility" to "sexist, racist and Islamophobic 
politics". 
The Ramsay Centre is now the biggest hot potato in 
Australian higher education. Earlier this year, the 
ANU pulled the plug on Ramsay Centre negotiations in order 
to "protect its academic freedom", in the words of vice 
chancellor Brian Schmidt. The ANU's chancellor Gareth 
Evans went even further, warning other universities to check 
"the teeth of this particular gift horse". It's never been so 
hard to give money away. The VC doth protest too much? 
 
A key point leading the ANU to break off discussions with 
Ramsay was the latter's insistence that academic freedom 
was a university goal, not a Ramsay Centre goal. All 
Western universities value (or at least say they value) 
academic freedom. Don't look for academic freedom in the 
Persian Gulf, Russia, or China. It's very much a Western 
value. 
 
So why wouldn't it be endorsed by the Ramsay Centre for 
Western Civilisation? Well, to start with, Ramsay is not a 
university. It's a private foundation with a political program. Just 
have a look at the Ramsay Centre website. It is chock full of 
pictures and quotes glorifying the West. The chairman of the 
board is John Howard. Its most outspoken member is Tony 
Abbott. 
Ramsay's critics are wrong to say that the Centre has a "right-
wing political agenda" - it is studiously and (seemingly) sincerely 
non-partisan - but a degree in Western Civilisation is definitely 
not politically neutral. In the United States, where Western 
Civilisation courses were first developed, conservatives have long 
supported the idea of educating students in the Western canon. It's 
a naturally conservative thing to do. 
But it's no more ideological than university programs in gender 
studies, diversity studies, post-colonial studies, or Marxian 
political economy, all of which are offered at the University of 
Sydney. The ANU offers undergraduate majors in sexuality and 
Australian Indigenous studies. To claim that such programs are 
intellectually worthwhile is to defend academic freedom. To 
claim that they are not ideological is ridiculous. Debate requires 
different points of view 
Few Australian conservatives want their tax money being spent 
on research and teaching into gender fluidity and Marxian 
economics. They would rather have their universities teaching 
Australian military history than protesting against Israel. And 
parents of all political persuasions tend to want more content and 
less criticism in their children's university educations. 
Academics - especially the kinds of critical academics who 
dominate the humanities and social sciences - answer with the 
mantra that "everything is political". But if everything is political, 
so too are the ideologies peddled by Australian humanities and 
social sciences departments. 
Academics don't just teach the facts of gender; they teach students 
to question dominant (read: conservative) notions of sexuality. 
Look in vain for a single course about the actual Australian 
economy; students are taught to question the economic system, 
not how to succeed in it. Patriotism and pride in Anglo-Australian 
traditions? Forget about it. 
University of Sydney vice chancellor Michael Spence has decried 
the "puerile culture wars" over the Ramsay Centre, in which "the 
truth is being lost". He might better have said "the truths". For 
conservative truths are just as much truths as critical ones. A 
robust university would play host to both. Spence seems willing 
to take up that challenge. It would be a shame if his own staff 
stood in the way. 
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